Faster than books and more involved than movies: Understanding the contemporary reading experience of young adult readers of graphic novels and comic books.
Context and purpose
Wayne Wiegand in his seminal piece "Out of Sight, Out of Mind" alludes to the tradition in librarianship of "slighting certain kinds of reading." (1997, 314) Historically, one of these kinds of reading involved comic books. Wiegand points to the lack of information about the readers as a problem that sustained pejorative behaviour by library professionals. Nowadays, graphic novels are reviewed in library journals, library programs are built around these materials, and comics are a key material to attract to the library the evasive teenage population. However, the knowledge about these readers' experience is scarce. Showing a worrisome lack of evolution from the writings in the LIS field during the 1930's, 1940's and 1950's, readers of comics are still constructed as either reluctant or poor readers who use or should use comic books and graphic novels as literacy tools or as bridges towards traditional or canonical literature.
This doctoral project seeks to explore and understand the role of comic books and graphic novels as reading material for young people with an emphasis on the experience of the readers themselves and shifting the perspective from previous research focused on fans and fandom. This overarching purpose takes shape through four research questions: how readers define and understand the medium and what knowledge they have about the peculiarities of the industry; how readers describe the experience of reading a comic book or a graphic novel; how comic book and graphic novel reading fits in the overall reading practices of these readers; and finally what cultural role graphic novels play in the life of teenagers and young adults.
Methodology and research methods
I situate myself as a researcher and this study in the tradition of qualitative inquiry. Among the different traditions that follow under the qualitative research umbrella, hermeneutical phenomenology has allowed me to explore the significant and unique experiences of these readers (Cohen,Kahen and Steeves 2000, 5) . This approach offers to the researcher "plausible insights" that get her closer to the richness and multifaceted reading experience. The population I have focused my study on are teenagers and young adults, from fifteen to twenty-five years of age, and the sample reflects the different experiences in this range including beginning readers, occasional but interested readers, and expert readers. In order to construct a rich sample, I have combined three sampling techniques: purposeful sampling, theoretical sampling and snowball sampling. Also, to strengthen diversity within the sample, I am recruiting participants and collecting data in three different sorts of sites: public libraries, comic book stores and a university with a large undergraduate population. I have completed, transcribed, and analyzed nine interviews (from an expected sample of 15-20 participants). I have implemented this method through semi-structured interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009 ) and a thinkaloud activity where the readers will explain to me on-site how they choose the books they enjoy reading. The data will be analyzed following a three step process: coding, condensation, and interpretation of meaning. (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009) 
Emerging results
Emerging results show that readers perceive this medium as more experimental and riskier than other mass media. At the same time, they are aware of the move towards the mainstream with the emergence and establishment of the term "graphic novel" as well as the movie adaptations from comics materials. About the reading experience, comics allow for a quick immersion in the plot without compromising the thickness or challenge of the storytelling. Finally, the library has a role of extremes, inexistent for some, crucial for others.
Contribution to the field
This project extends the boundaries of the research about comic books and graphic novels readers. Its focus on the experience of diverse readers will expand the present knowledge about comic book readers, which currently is largely confined to superhero narratives and fan communities. It will help to increase the awareness of the role of these reading materials in the development of reading history and taste. As well, it will support the recognition of the reading and cultural practices of a group of readers that have been historically neglected. In relation to the field of Library and Information Science in particular, it will advance and extend the knowledge about young adult reading practices and support the appropriate introduction and use of comic books in libraries and other cultural and educational institutions.
